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WHAT IS THE BWCA WILDERNESS KIT?

This curriculum is a joint project of the Boundary Waters Wilderness
Foundation and the United States Forest Service-Superior National Forest. 
The Kit is designed to teach about the uniqueness and complexities of
wilderness, specifically the Boundary Waters Canoe Area Wilderness
(BWCAW). Located along the Minnesota-Canadian border, this pristine
land has been set aside as a national treasure. It is rich in natural, historical,
and cultural value, and is one of the most heavily used wilderness areas in
the country. In order for the BWCAW to continue to exist in its naturally
balanced state, modern visitors need to be aware of this delicate and
unique area, and understand how people played and continue to play a
role in managing and protecting the wilderness.

WHO CAN USE THE BWCA WILDERNESS KIT?

Teachers, educators, facilitators, youth group leaders, church group 
leaders, and others are the intended users. You do not need to be a
wilderness “expert” to teach these units effectively. The BWCA
Wilderness Kit is created for both formal and non-formal educators. 
The units and activities are aimed at middle school grade levels (5-8) for
approximately 5-30 participants. However, each lesson is flexible enough
to tailor the content to a younger or older audience.

HOW DO I USE THE BWCA WILDERNESS KIT?

The BWCA Wilderness Kit contains five units. Each can be used 
independently, to focus on a particular topic, or used sequentially. 
The time frame for one unit is approximately 50 minutes but can vary
depending on the individual class or group. Time guidelines are given in
each unit and exist merely as suggestions. Feel free to extend or shorten
an activity as it is appropriate with a particular group. All materials,
props and game pieces are included in the Kit. Some activities require
photocopying prior to teaching the unit. The BWCA Wilderness Kit
may be used in a classroom or gathering space. Rooms with moveable
desks and chairs or large open spaces are preferred. 

THE BWCA WILDERNESS KIT
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WELCOME
We are excited that you have
chosen this curriculum. It is 
an engaging and educational
compilation of units focusing
on the Boundary Waters Canoe
Area Wilderness (BWCAW) 
in northern Minnesota. 

We hope that you enjoy using
this curriculum. As with any
educational material, this Kit 
is dynamic. We encourage 
you and your group to send 
us comments and suggestions
explaining how this Kit 
was effective or how it could 
be improved.  

Thank you for using the
BWCA Wilderness Kit. 
By increasing awareness and
training people to use the
wilderness responsibly, we
hope to ensure the continued
presence of the BWCAW 
and its availability for decades
to come.



The BWCA Wilderness Kit is carefully designed to include a variety 
of teaching methods to increase a participant’s motivation as well as 
to affect the learning atmosphere. We recognize that all people learn 
differently. Consequently we have tried to create a curriculum that 
presents materials in multiple ways. Be prepared for a high level 
of activity, movement and discussion in each unit.  

WHEN DO I USE THE BWCA WILDERNESS KIT?

Wilderness is an interdisciplinary topic; the Kit is not limited to science
or environmental education teachers. Use the Kit to complement a unit
on forests, Minnesota history, ecology, nature writing, federal legislation,
or before you lead a trip to the BWCAW. Look through the “Skills,”
“Concepts,” and “Objectives” sections of each unit to determine when
each particular unit would best fit into your class or group schedule.

WHO FUNDED AND CREATED THE BWCA WILDERNESS KIT?

The Kit was developed in 1994 with grants from the Boundary Waters
Wilderness Foundation, Superior National Forest, Dell Trust Fund, 
and the Boundary Waters Education Consortium. Additional funding
was provided through grants from the WM Foundation and REI.

Original authors include: Julie Madsen Bates; Tim Bates; Ken Gilbertson;
Katharine Johnson; Lisa Mostrom; and Sally Rauschenfels. Original 
contributors include: Carrie Anderson; Ellen Hawkins; Rachel Hefte;
Peter Mostrom; and Maria Thompson.

The Kit’s curriculum was revised in 2002 by Julie Flotten and its 
appearance redesigned by Don Farleo Advertising and Design Company.
Contributors include: Christina Boston; Mary Hanney; Ellen Hawkins;
Melissa Lindsay; Kris Reichenbach; Sarah Strommen; and Sean Wherley.

Thanks is extended to Mark Stensaas for permission to use illustrations
from Canoe Country Wildlife and Canoe Country Flora.
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WELCOME
FOR MORE 
INFORMATION:

The BWCA Wilderness Kit 
was jointly produced by the
Boundary Waters Wilderness
Foundation and the United
States Forest Service-Superior
National Forest. Both are 
available to answer questions
regarding content, instruction,
and materials of the kit.

Boundary Waters Wilderness
Foundation

401 North Third Street 
Suite 290
Minneapolis, MN 55401

(612) 332-9630  
Fax: (612) 332-9624

E-mail: 
info@friends-bwca.org

www.friends-bwca.org

Superior National Forest

8901 Grand Avenue Place
Duluth, MN 55808-1102

(218) 626-4300
Fax: (218) 626-4354

E-mail:
r9_superior_NF@fs.fed.us

www.fs.fed.us/r9/superior
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UNIT ONE: WHAT IS WILDERNESS?

This unit focuses on what makes a place a “wilderness.” Participants 
discuss or vote on what particular objects, sounds, and images belong in a
wilderness. They are introduced to the National Wilderness Preservation
System and the Wilderness Act of 1964. Participants then determine how
the Boundary Waters Canoe Area Wilderness fits into the criteria of a 
federally-designated wilderness area.

UNIT TWO: HOW DIVERSE IS BIODIVERSE?

This unit explores the concept of ecosystems. Using teams, participants
decide what species survive and thrive in the five ecosystems of the
BWCAW. Participants combine their ideas and analyze patterns they
notice. The final discussion relates these connections to the importance
of diversity within an ecosystem.

UNIT THREE: THE CHANGING FOREST

This unit concentrates on how forests in the BWCAW change over time.
Through role-playing and games, participants learn the idea of forest 
succession and the importance of different disturbances impacting a forest.  

UNIT FOUR: PEOPLE OF THE BOUNDARY WATERS

Participants form teams to become “experts” on a particular user group
of the Boundary Waters: the Ojibwe; the Voyageur; the Logger; and the
Modern Visitor. Teams learn about their specific character’s use of, and
impact on, the Boundary Waters. Participants then“test” their knowledge
in the Paddler’s Game!

UNIT FIVE: LEAVE NO TRACE

Participants learn how their actions and choices can impact the wilderness
as they take an imaginary trip to the BWCAW. After discussing high and
low impact choices, participants apply and categorize their decisions in
relation to the seven Leave No Trace principles.

THE BWCA WILDERNESS KIT
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CONCEPTS AND KEY IDEAS:  
The main concepts and key ideas presented in each unit. 

GOALS:
The knowledge participants will attain upon completion of the unit.

SKILLS:  
A list of skills the participants use to complete the unit.

MATERIALS NEEDED: 
A list of the materials the instructor will need in order to teach the unit
and each activity. Some materials may need to be copied prior to teaching.
You may make copies from the master in the manual or by using the 
electronic files on the CD provided.

BACKGROUND: 
Information provided for the instructor in order to become familiar with
the content before teaching the unit.

PREPARATION AND INTRODUCTION: 
Outlines the materials and steps necessary to prepare the classroom or
area for teaching the unit. Also, outlines discussion questions to use to
introduce participants to the unit topic.

SIDEBARS: 
Facts for the instructor to share during the unit, tips for teaching the
unit, helpful definitions, further background information.

ACTIVITIES:  
Explanations and instructions for conducting games and discussions. 
Each activity correlates to the unit concepts and key ideas. Each activity
includes specific activity objectives, instructions and a suggested time
frame. These time suggestions represent the optimum amount of time 
to make a particular activity most effective.

THE BWCA WILDERNESS KIT
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ANATOMY OF A UN I T
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CONCEPTS AND KEY IDEAS:

1. The idea of wilderness varies from individual to individual, across

cultures, and over time, and may incorporate physical, spiritual,

recreational, and economic elements.

2. The Wilderness Act, which established the National Wilderness

Preservation System, provides a common definition of wilderness that

serves to protect and to conserve wilderness areas and their scientific,

watershed, life support systems, historic and cultural, spiritual, aesthetic,

recreation, refuge, and educational values.

GOALS:

1. Participants will be able to give a personal definition of wilderness and

understand that the idea of wilderness varies from individual to individual.

2. Participants will be able to describe in their own words the purpose

and main components of the Wilderness Act of 1964.

3. Participants will be able to identify the Boundary Waters Canoe Areas

Wilderness as a part of the National Wilderness Preservation System

and describe some of its unique characteristics.

SKILLS:

1. Brainstorming in a large group

2. Identifying pictures, objects and sounds

3. Decision-making

4. Defending an opinion

5. Reading and listening comprehension

6. Drawing conclusions

7. Communicating

THE BWCA WILDERNESS KIT
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UNITONE:
WHAT IS WILDERNESS?

OVERV I EW

GRADES: 5-8

AGES: 11-14

TIME: 50 minutes

MATERIALS NEEDED:

1. Bag of Vote With Your Feet

items

2. Instructor Reference Sheet:

Vote With Your Feet

Object, Image and Sound

Identification Sheet

3. Tape/CD player and Vote With

Your Feet Sounds tape/CD

4. Belongs in Wilderness,

Does Not Belong in

Wilderness signs

5. National Wilderness

Preservation System Map

6. Instructor Reference Sheet:

Wilderness Act Primer Cards

7. Wilderness Act Primer Cards

8. Map of BWCAW

9. Instructor Reference Sheet:

Excerpts of the Wilderness

Act of 1964

10. Instructor Reference Sheet:

What is the BWCAW?

11. Unit One Wilderness

Passport (master in manual

or on CD, make copies

as needed)

12. Unit One Wilderness

Passport stamp and ink pad

Cultures and groups of people understand wilderness in different ways.Some cultures, which live in proximity to or in balance with wilderness,have no word for “wilderness” in their vocabulary. The Puritans in earlyAmerica viewed wilderness as an evil place to be conquered and tamed.In our society today, the word “wilderness” evokes different images in eachperson’s mind. So what exactly is wilderness?

In order to answer this question it is important to remember thatwilderness is a concept created by cultures which did not live in balancewith, or were at odds with with, wilderness. Five hundred years ago, beforeEuropean settlement, the North American continent was a vast tract ofwild, undeveloped land and water occupied only by Native Americans.European settlers, however, significantly changed wild lands. The “NewWorld” of North America became divided between the “wild” and thatwhich was “tamed” or part of civilization. As the European settlers movedacross the continent, more and more land was “tamed” for agriculture,livestock, and homes.

Today, the balance has shifted dramatically. A continent that was oncecompletely wild land is now almost entirely developed and controlled bypeople. As less and less wild land remained people began to value itmore. The remaining wild lands or “wilderness” areas were no longerseen as an evil to be fought and conquered, but rather as a valuedresource to preserve for future generations. Americans realized that mostof the land in this country had been developed through agriculture,homes, forestry, mining, grazing and other activities. In order to protectand preserve these remaining wilderness areas, there needed to be agenerally accepted definition of wilderness and a mechanism forprotecting them.

On September 3, 1964, the Wilderness Act was signed into law. TheWilderness Act provided a legal definition of wilderness, created theNational Wilderness Preservation System, established a process to beused for designating wilderness areas, and set provisions for the use of
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UNITONE:
WHAT IS WILDERNESS?

BACKGROUND ( 1 OF 4 )
THE WILDERNESS ACT
The Wilderness Act was enacted
in 1964 to protect some of
the remaining areas in the U.S.
that had not been restructured
or changed dramatically by
humans. It established a
common definition of
“wilderness” enabling managing
agencies such as the Forest
Service, National Park Service,
U.S Fish and Wildlife
Service, and Bureau of Land
Management to base
management practices on
recognized criteria. For the
complete text of the act,
see page X.
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UNITONE:
WHAT IS WILDERNESS?

PREPARATION & INTRODUCTION

PREPARING FOR

UNIT ONE:
1. Read through the unit and

familiarize yourself with

all of the materials before

starting the activities.

2. Make sure you have a

chalkboard or large piece

of paper to create the

What is Wild? list.

3. Set up the room so

participants have an area

to move around during

Vote With Your Feet.

You will need approximately

15-20 square feet of empty

space depending on the

number of participants.

4. Take the materials out of

the BWCA Wilderness Kit

marked “Unit One-

What is Wilderness?”

5. Plug in the tape
cassette/CD player,

insert the Vote With Your

Feet Sounds tape/CD

and have the bag of Vote

With Your Feet objects

and images ready.

INTRODUCTION: (4 minutes)

1. Ask the following questions to assess the participants’ knowledge and

get them ready to learn.

• Have you ever been in a wilderness area before? If so describe

what made it a wilderness.

• Have you heard of, or been to, the Boundary Waters Canoe

Area Wilderness?

2. Explain that the unit will explore the idea of wilderness and

wilderness areas around the country (including one in our

“backyard”) and why wilderness areas exist.



OBJECTIVES: 
The tasks participants will accomplish by the end of the activity.

INSTRUCTIONS:  
Rules and directions for completing the activity.

UNIT CLOSING:  
A review of concepts introduced in unit activities. Concepts are then
applied to answer related questions. 

WILDERNESS PASSPORT:  
An activity or activities that assess what the participants have learned
during the unit. You can copy the Passport for each participant or simply
write the questions on a chalkboard or piece of paper. A stamp for each
unit is included in the materials. Stamp each participant’s passport when
he or she has completed the question or activity. The time it takes to
complete the Passport is NOT included in the 50 minutes allocated for
the unit. It is important to take the time to complete the Passport either
as homework or as a follow up to the unit. These questions and/or 
activities reinforce the concepts taught during the unit.The Passport is
designed to be assembled with the cover sheet (found in appendix) upon
completion of all units. 

EXTENSIONS:  
Activities or projects to extend the topics covered in the unit. It is 
strongly recommended that classes or groups complete one or more 
of these extensions.  

Each extensions list begins with a reference to the Arthur Carhart
National Wilderness Training Center’s “Wilderness and Land Ethic
Curriculum.” This is a national wilderness curriculum developed jointly
by the USDA Forest Service, Bureau of Land Management, National
Park Service and U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service, the four agencies
responsible for the management of the National Wilderness Preservation
System. The Wilderness and Land Ethic Curriculum is an excellent

THE BWCA WILDERNESS KIT
v

ANATOMY OF A UN I T

THE BWCA
W I LDERNES S K I T

THE BWCA WILDERNESS KIT

1-8

UNITONE:
WHAT IS WILDERNESS?

ACTIV ITY ONE: WHAT IS WILD?

TIME: 3 minutes

MATERIALS NEEDED:

Chalkboard and chalk

OR large sheets of paper

and markers to create the

What is Wild? list.

INSTRUCTOR’S NOTE:

Expect that participants’ ideas and opinions will

differ. There is not necessarily a right or wrong

answer in this activity. Encourage discussion.

The point of the activity is to demonstrate

that not everyone agrees on what should be

in the wilderness.

OBJECTIVE:

1. Participants will classify those objects, images, and sounds

that represent wilderness.

INSTRUCTIONS:

Use a chalkboard or large sheet of paper that all participants can see.

1. Brainstorm with participants a list of words that

describe wilderness.

2. Make another list of things that should be in wilderness.

PASSPORT
WW II LL DD EE RR NN EE SS SS

NAME 

PASSPORT
WW II LL DD EE RR NN EE SS SS

UUNNII TT OONNEE SSTTAAMMPP HHEERREE

UUNNII TT OONNEE:: WWHHAATT II SS WWII LLDDEERRNNEESSSS??

NAME

1. Write your own definition of wilderness.

2. List three principles or features of a wilderness area.
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source of additional background information and lessons for people who
use the BWCA Wilderness Kit.

MINNESOTA GRADUATION STANDARDS:
Indicates which specific Minnesota Graduation Standards correlate to
each unit as they apply to Middle School Grades 6-8.  

ADDITIONAL INFORMATION & RESOURCES:
A list of places to go for more information on the topic covered in each
lesson. We apologize if some of the website links are missing or broken;
they were updated in November 2002. 

FUN FACTS:
Tidbits of information that are fun to share with participants. 
These will appear throughout the unit.
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EXTENS IONS

UNITONE:
WHAT IS WILDERNESS?

1. ... Alaska contains
56 percent of all
federally-designated
wilderness areas
in the United States.

2. ... The BWCAW is
the most heavily used
wilderness in the
National Wilderness
Preservation System.

1. Arthur Carhart National Wilderness Training Center’s “Wildernessand Land Ethic Curriculum” lessons that correspond to this unit:

Background on What is Wilderness?

2. Spend more time discussing each of the objects, images, and soundsand whether they represent wilderness. For related information,see appendix.

3. Have participants create their own images or collage of wilderness.
4. Engage in a discussion of other places as wilderness (city park, ocean,outer space). Emphasize the distinction between legally-designatedwilderness and the idea of wilderness. Refer to the principles of theWilderness Act.

5. Analyze the National Wilderness Preservation System map. Whatpatterns do participants notice? How does the map relate to westwardexpansion and settlement? What agencies manage wilderness?(Possible project to coordinate with history lessons.)
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UNITONE:
WHAT IS WILDERNESS?

MIDDLE:

Read, Listen and View (Learning Area 1)

NON-FICTION:

1. Comprehend, interpret, and evaluate information from a variety

of non-fiction formats in reading, listening, and viewing.

1a. Identify main ideas and supporting details.

1b. Interpret presentations of data in connection with

other information in the text.

MIDDLE:

Write and Speak (Learning Area 2)

INTERPERSONAL COMMUNICATION:

1. Communicate effectively in a small group by giving a demonstration

or presenting new information in a small group.

MIDDLE:

Social Studies (Learning Area 7)

CURRENT ISSUE ANALYSIS:

Defend a position concerning a current event or issue by demonstrating

understanding of the history, facts, controversy, values, beliefs, and

emotions surrounding the issue.
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UNITONE:
WHAT IS WILDERNESS?

FOR MORE
INFORMATION:
The BWCA Wilderness Kit
was jointly produced by the
Boundary Waters Wilderness
Foundation and the United
States Forest Service-Superior
National Forest. Both are
available to answer questions
regarding content, instruction,
and materials of the kit.

Boundary Waters Wilderness
Foundation
401 North Third Street
Suite 290
Minneapolis, MN 55401
(612) 332-9630
Fax: (612) 332-9624
E-mail:
info@friends-bwca.org
www.friends-bwca.org

Superior National Forest
8901 Grand Avenue Place
Duluth, MN 55808-1102
(218) 626-4300
Fax: (218) 626-4354
E-mail:
r9_superior_NF@fs.fed.us
www.fs.fed.us/r9/superior

• www.wilderness.net: a wilderness information network. Includescurrent issues, news and information on the Wilderness Act.
• www.wilderness.org: website of The Wilderness Society. Includesinformation on wilderness, history, and wilderness legislation, andlinks to related sites.

• www.ericse.org/elessons.html: ERIC Clearinghouse for Science.Includes a range of other environmental education lessons andlinks to other sites.

• www.wilderness.net/carhart/: Arthur Carhart National WildernessTraining Center. Provides information on training and
wilderness curriculum.

• www.bwcaw.org: the National Recreation Reservation Service websitedescribes rules, regulations, planning and preparation informationfor the BWCAW.

• www.superiornationalforest.org: Superior National Forest websitecomplete with history and current information on the BWCAW.


